and more interesting ones. Some of the strands have clear affinities with the objections to painting and poetry that Plato expressed in the Republic, and have been much discussed since then; others are quite different from these. Questions will arise, as we sort things out, about what exactly Hume had in mind. Often there will be no clear answer. But there is a varied landscape richly deserving of exploration, in the general direction in which he gestured.
II
If someone advocates a moral position we find reprehensible or tries to get us to feel or to act in a way that violates our moral convictions, naturally we object. We refuse to think or feel or act in the way we are asked to, and we are likely to respond to the assertion or request or demand with disgust. The assertion or request or demand may come in an ordinary statement or a lecture or sermon or newspaper editorial. But people also make reprehensible claims or demands by writing poems, by telling stories, by creating fictions.2 Hume says that 'where vicious manners are described, without being marked with the proper characters of blame and disapprobation; this must be allowed to disfigure the poem, and to be a real deformity.' His thought is probably that such a work in effect condones the vicious manners, that it condones behaving viciously in real life. If a story has as its moral or message the idea that the practice of genocide or slavery is morally acceptable, or that it is evil to associate with people of other races, of course we object, just as we would to a newspaper editorial that advocates genocide or slavery or condemns interracial friendships. Works of either kind will arouse disgust, and we will judge them negatively.
What kind of defect in the work is this? A moral one, obviously. But not, some would say, an aesthetic one. Hume doesn't speak specifically of 'aesthetic' value. But he appears to have in mind values that are not themselves narrowly speaking moral, which the presence of morally repugnant ideas in a work may undermine.
Morally repugnant ideas may so distract or upset us that we are unable to appreciate whatever aesthetic value the work possesses. Disgust with the celebration of the Nazi Party and its values in Leni Riefenstahl's Triumph of the Will may prevent us from appreciating or even noticing the film's cinematic 'beauty'. But maybe the beauty is there nonetheless; maybe the work's moral failings merely interfere with the enjoyment of its beauty. (They might outweigh its aesthetic value, if the two kinds of value are commensurable.) If so, we should consider it unfortunate that we are psychologically unable to bracket our moral concerns in order to appreciate the work aesthetically. Given that the work exists and has the moral deformities and aesthetic merits that it has, it is too bad that awareness of the former interferes with enjoyment of the latter.
In many instances we do not take this attitude, however. Rather than regretting our inability to appreciate the work aesthetically, we may feel that we don't want to; we may be unwilling even to try to look beyond our moral concerns in order to enjoy the work's beauty, as though the beauty itself is tainted. Perhaps our thought, sometimes, is that we don't want to profit (aesthetically) from moral depravity. (The realization that the pyramids were built by slave labour might ruin one's enjoyment of them.) This thought will make more or less sense depending on the extent to which we think the depravity contributes to our potential aesthetic enjoyment. If a work's 'beauty' lies in the elegant manner in which it expresses certain thoughts, the thoughts provide the opportunity for the elegance, and to enjoy the beauty will be to profit from the expression of the thoughts.3 But the cinematic or formal 'beauty' of the shots of Hitler's airplane flying through the clouds, in Triumph of the Will, may be entirely independent of the film's moral depravity. They would be no less beautiful if they were embedded in an unobjectionable context, and a viewer who is somehow unaware of the film's message would have no difficulty appreciating them aesthetically.
In either case, the way still seems open to regard the work as possessing aesthetic value. But that is something we seem sometimes to deny, precisely because of moral failings. Compare a racist joke or a political cartoon that makes a point we find offensive. We may declare pointedly that it is not funny-precisely because its message is offensive. To laugh at it, we may feel, would amount to endorsing its message, so we refuse to laugh. Even judging it to be funny may feel like expressing agreement. Perhaps it isn't just that our disgust with the message of Triumph of the Will interferes with our ability to appreciate it aesthetically. To allow ourselves to enjoy even its cinematic or formal 'beauty' may be to endorse or concur with its praise of Hitler and the Nazis, in this sense to 'enter into' the sentiments Riefenstahl is expressing. We might express our unwillingness to do this by declaring that the film is not beautiful.
We must not simply assume that this declaration is to be taken literally (although I doubt that much is to be gained by deciding this question). One could hold that the film is beautiful and the cartoon funny, but that admitting this, as well as allowing ourselves to enjoy the beauty or the humour, amounts to subscribing to the work's evil message-so we don't admit it. Even so, there is a closer connection between moral and aesthetic value than some would allow. No amount of squinting or compartmentalizing could make appreciation of the aesthetic value morally acceptable. If the work's obnoxious message does not destroy its aesthetic value, it nevertheless renders it morally inaccessible. That must count as an aesthetic as well as a moral defect.
What about the contrast that Hume insisted on between ideas concerning morality and ideas of other kinds, in works of art? Maybe works serve less frequently as vehicles for assertions about 'factual' matters than moral ones. To describe 'vicious manners' in a story without 'marking them with the proper characters of blame and disapprobation' is not always to condone them, of course, but in stories of some kinds it is likely to be. Stories about fairy godmothers or time travel, however, rarely have as their messages the claim that there actually are fairy godmothers or that time travel is a real possibility, even if the story does not mark such ideas as not to be believed. Perhaps readers are more in the habit of looking for moral messages than for nonmoral ones in literature.
But fictions do sometimes serve to assert or convey information about nonmoral matters. An historical novel may be expected to get the historical events right, at least in broad outline, and it may have as one of its objectives informing readers about them. If it gets things wrong we may complain. And we will not necessarily object less strenuously than we would to a work we take to be advocating a moral attitude we disagree with. The assertion of 'factual' falsehoods is sometimes a serious matter (sometimes for moral reasons, sometimes for reasons that are not clearly moral). And we won't mind winking at what we take to be a relatively trivial moral claim with which we disagree.
The assertion of 'factual' falsehoods in a story, when it matters, may distract us from appreciating the work aesthetically. I am less confident that appreciating the work aesthetically or judging it to be aesthetically good will often be felt as endorsing whatever factual claims we take it to be making.
III
Not all works have messages or morals (even on rather generous construals of these notions). Many contain or embody or express, in one way or another, ideas we may find morally repugnant, but without going so far as asserting or advocating them. The response some works call for is more one of imagining than one of acceptance or belief. A story might encourage or induce appreciators to imagine taking up a certain moral perspective or subscribing to certain moral principles without recommending that they actually do so. One obvious way to induce such imaginings is by portraying sympathetically and with understanding a character who accepts the perspective or principles in question. The story might at the same time encourage readers to disagree with the character; the author may make it clear in her story that she rejects the moral views her character subscribes to.
If we find the perspective presented in a story offensive enough, we may object even to imagining taking it up. We might refuse to empathize with a character who accepts it, to put ourselves imaginatively in her shoes. We usually don't flinch at imagining accepting as true nonmoral propositions that we firmly believe to be false: the proposition that there is a ring that makes its wearer invisible, or that a village in Scotland appears and disappears every hundred years. But the difference is not as large as it appears to be. Why should we resist merely imagining subscribing to a moral perspective we consider offensive? One familiar explanation is that such imaginings may, subtly or otherwise, tend to encourage one actually to subscribe to it. I am sure there is some truth to this. Suppose I am taken to a cricket match. Finding the event disappointing as ballet, I think I would enjoy it more if I rooted for one team or the other. But I have no reason to prefer either team. Still I want to have a desire about the outcome. So I pick one of the teams arbitrarily, by flipping a coin, and then set out to imagine wanting it to win-pretending to myself that it matters. At first this isn't very satisfying and it doesn't help much to make the match exciting. My imaginings are too deliberate and artificial, and I am too vividly aware that I have no real reason for my imagined preference and that only a coin toss sent me in one direction rather than the other. But I follow the same team throughout the season, and my imaginings become less deliberate and seem more natural. Eventually, I find myself actually wanting my chosen team to win, and rather unaware of the fact that I have no good reason for wanting it to (although I may admit this if asked).4
If in an ordinary case like this, imagined experiences of believing, desiring, and feeling can, over time, lead to the real thing, one should expect that, whatever combination of beliefs, desires, and feelings, or dispositions thereto, constitute accepting certain moral principles or a certain moral perspective, imagining accepting them can have some tendency to induce one actually to do so. So if a story presents, even just for imaginative understanding, a moral perspective we consider repugnant, we may rightly be wary about entering into the imagining.
We still do not have a very substantial difference between moral ideas in works of art that we disagree wvith and nonmoral ones, however. Advertisers and political propagandists know that getting people to imagine believing a factual proposition can nudge them toward believing it. We won't resist much if the matter is of little importance to us. It won't hurt me much to believe falsely that Brand A paper towels are softer and more absorbent than Brand X (if they are in fact comparable in quality and price). But when it does matter I do resist. I may want not to imagine that people of one race are genetically less capable in a certain respect than people of another. And I may object to a novel in which it is fictional that this is so, one that asks readers to imagine this. My objection in this case is based on moral considerations, although the proposition I avoid imagining is not itself a moral one. In other cases my concern is prudential. I might avoid reading an historical novel I know to be inaccurate, while preparing for a history examination, for fear it might confuse my knowledge of the historical events.
IV
Concern about being influenced to believe what we want not to believe does not explain very much of the resistance we feel to imagining contrary to our beliefs. Even when our convictions are so secure that there can be no real danger to them, we may strenuously resist imagining them to be mistaken. Hume seems to suggest that it is when we are sure of our moral convictions that we reject works containing contrary ideas.5 Imaginings can have undesirable and even dangerous effects which, although cognitive in character, are not happily characterized, in ordinary folk psychological terms, as inducing false beliefs. Here is a distinctly nonmoral example.
I am lost in the woods and mistaken about which direction is which. A look at my compass sets me straight. But I am still turned around; it still seems to me that that direction is north, even though I know it is not. Let's say that I remain disoriented. In order to correct my orientation, to bring it into line with my knowledge and belief, I actively imagine north being the direction I know it to be, I picture to myself my house, New York, the Pacific Ocean where I know they are. We may have similar reasons to resist imagining accepting moral principles or perspectives which we consider mistaken or wrong. Even if we are entirely confident in our judgment and see no real possibility that any imagining will change our minds, we want our instincts to be in line with our convictions. That makes it easier to decide what actions accord with our convictions, and more likely that, when we act without thinking, we will do what we believe to be right. Adopting even in imagination a moral view that I reject in reality, allowing myself to think and feel in imagination as though my convictions were different from what they actually are, might change my moral orientation; it might in this sense 'pervert the sentiments of my heart', even if it doesn't change my convictions. The more confident I am of my convictions, the more strenuously I will resist anything that might pry my moral orientation away from them.
Works of art may evoke imaginings which can affect one's orientation. If they threaten to induce an orientation that conflicts with what we believe concerning some matter we take to be important, we object. (We sometimes object to metaphors for similar reasons.6) It is possible that this concern is especially important in the moral realm. I can certainly engage in a lot of imagining about fairies and goblins and time travel and magic rings without having to worry about my 'orientation' with regard to these matters being distorted. (I suppose the child who finds himself afraid to walk home at night after watching a horror movie, though he knows full well that the monsters he saw are confined to the world of the movie, suffers such a distortion.) But the example of one's sense of direction shows that it is not only in moral instances that concerns about orientation apply. The Reality Principle applies much less frequently than one might have supposed, and it is easy to underestimate the extent to which considerations special to the interpretation of works of fiction or certain genres of fiction, considerations without analogues in investigations of the real world, come into play when we decide what is fictional. Some exceptions to the Reality Principle occur when the author held beliefs about reality which we know to be mistaken. A medieval storyteller describes a character as recovering from disease after being treated by bloodletting, and expects listeners or readers to assume that (fictionally) the treatment cured him. Shall we disagree, since we know bloodletting to be ineffectual? I think we may well prefer to go along, to understand the story as we know the teller meant it to be understood. Otherwise it may lose its point. We may allow that, in the fictional world, bloodletting cures disease (even though the story does not directly or explicitly establish that this is so), despite our certainty that this is not so in the real world.8
V
When it comes to moral matters (moral principles anyway), however, I am more inclined to stick to my guns, and it seems to me that most interpreters are also. I judge characters by the moral standards I myself use in real life. I condemn characters who abandon their children or engage in genocide, and I don't change my mind if I learn that the author (and the society he was writing for) considered genocide or abandoning one's children morally acceptable, and expected readers to think this is so in the world of the story. If the author is wrong about life, he is wrong about the world of his story. I don't easily give up the Reality Principle, as far as moral judgments (moral principles) are concerned.
Can an author simply stipulate in the text of a story what moral principles apply in the fictional world, just as she specifies what actions characters perform? If the text includes the sentence, 'In killing her baby, Giselda did the right thing; after all, it was a girl' or 'The village elders did their duty before God by forcing the widow onto her husband's funeral pyre', are readers obliged to accept it as fictional that, in doing what they did, Giselda or the elders behaved in morally proper ways? Why shouldn't storytellers be allowed to experiment explicitly with worlds of morally different kinds, including ones even they regard as morally obnoxious? There is science fiction; why not morality fiction?
I am sceptical-sceptical about whether fictional worlds can ever differ morally from the real world. Of course people in fictional worlds can subscribe to moral principles we recognize as repugnant. Evil characters-characters who have by our lights twisted notions of morality-abound in the pages of fiction. An entire society in the world of a novel, the entire population of a planet, might accept the practice of genocide as legitimate or condemn interracial marriage as 'contrary to nature'. But can it be fictional that they are right? Can we reasonably judge it to be fictional that genocide is legitimate or interracial marriage a sin, while insisting that the real world is different? Can we accept that what would be virtue in the real world is, in a fictional world, vice, or vice versa?9,10 I have learned never to say never about such things. Writers of fiction are a clever and cantankerous lot who usually manage to do whatever anyone suggests can't be done, and philosophers are quick with counterexamples. But in this instance counterexamples are surprisingly difficult to come by. A reader's likely response on encountering in a story the words, 'In killing her baby, Giselda did the right thing; after all, it was a girl', is to be appalled by the moral depravity of the narrator.11 The sentence probably serves to express the narrator's moral sentiments, not the moral reality of the fictional world. If it were fictional that infanticide for the purpose of sexual selection is morally acceptable, readers would be called on to imagine that the sentiment expressed is proper, that Giselda did indeed do the right thing. They would be barred from imaginatively condemning either her or the narrator, although they might be aware of the repulsion they would feel concerning such practices in the real world. (A reader of science fiction may remind herself that demonic geniuses from outer space are not actually invading the earth and that travel in time is not possible, while imagining otherwise.) This strikes me as a seriously inadequate characterization of the experience a reader would be likely to have. The reader will imaginatively condemn the narrator's endorsement of infanticide, not allowing that he is right even in the fictional world in which he exists. Some narrators are said to be 'omniscient'. This usually means that whatever, fictionally, they say is, fictionally, true. (It is usually not fictional that they are omniscient.l2) Why shouldn't narrators sometimes be omniscient, in is sense, about morality? Then from the fact that fictionally the narrator declares infanticide or ethnic cleansing to be permissible we could conclude that, fictionally, it as permissible. In real life some people do sometimes accept another person' s judgments about morality-children believe their parents, occasionally, ffie faithful trust religious leaders, disciples follow gurus. Why shouldn't there be conventions allowing a narrator this authority in certain instances? I am happy to go along with an 'omniscient' narrator who informs me that there are griffins or fairies or that someone travels in time. But I jealously guard my right to decide questions of virtue and vice for myself, even in a fictional world. It is as though I would be compromising my actual moral principles, should I allow that different moral principles hold in a fictional world. lDhe moral sentiments expressed by narrators are just that, it seems, their own personal moral sentiments; we are free to disagree, even though it is dle moral nature of the fictional world, not the real one, that is in question.
Is there always a narrator to take ffie rap? If a literary fiction containing a statement in praise of ethnic cleansing has no narrator whose sendments it can be understood to express, will there be any alternative to understanding it to characterize the fictional world itself? I do not rule out the possibility of narrator-less literary fictions, but it is not easy to find clear instances, even hypothetical ones. And the very fact that a text expresses a definite moral attitude may give us reason to recognize a narrator. Words expressive of praise or blame cry out to be attached to a (possibly fictional) person anyffiing, it seems, to avoid allowing them to characterize e moral nature of a fictional world.
A better place to look for narrator-less fictions is in pictorial representations. Pictures do not generally present someone's (fictional) report about events or states of affairs; they portray the events or states of affairs dlemselves. The spectator, typically, imagines perceiving ffie events or states of affairs for herself, not being told about them (or even shown them) by someone. (There are exceptions, of course.) But how can a picture portray moral facts, the obtaining of certain moral principles, explicitly or directly? These aren't the sorts of states of affairs one perceives. A picture may depict a mixed race couple walking arm in arm, or a slave master beating a slave. But then it is up to us, the spectators, to decide on the moral attributes of these actions. I go by my own moral sense, the one I use in real life. I take it to be fictional that there is nothing wrong with the interracial friendship, and that the beating of the slave is abhorrent.
Suppose the picture of the interracial couple is titled 'Shame!' or 'Sin!' Here, finally, we have words in a work which probably are not to be attributed to a (reporting) narrator. The words of the title are not themselves part of the fictional world; it probably isn't fictional that anyone is using them to characterize the behaviour of the couple. But there is a tradition of allowing titles to contribute to what is fictional in the world of a picture. Paul Klee's 'Singer of Comic Opera' (1923) depicts a woman, but the image itself doesn't establish that she is a singer, let alone a singer of comic opera. Only the title makes this fictional. Does the title of the picture of the interracial couple establish that it is fictional that the couple's behaviour is shameful or sinful? I doubt it Maybe the artist, in giving the picture its title, intended or expected this to be fictional.13 Even so, I will insist that it is not, that fictionally there is nothing shameful or sinful in what the couple is doing. The title amounts to an interpretation of the picture which we are free to disagree with, not an authoritative pronouncement establishing a feature of the fictional world. The disgusting sentiment expressed in the title can be attributed to the artist who chose it, or possibly to an implied or apparent or fictional artist (a storytelling narrator), rather than taking it to establish the moral reality of the fictional world.
VI
If fictional worlds ever differ morally from the real world, I suspect that this will be so when the moral character of the fictional world is presented implicitly or indirectly rather than by explicit stipulation, and when it is part of the background rather than the focus of the work.
I appreciate and value many works that in some way presuppose or are based on moral perspectives I don't entirely share. I think all of us do; otherwise there would be little for us to appreciate. Unlike Triumph of the Will, whose obvious main purpose is to further an obnoxious moral and political agenda and can inspire only disgust, some works merely presuppose or take for granted certain moral perspectives without addressing or even intending to raise the question of their propriety. These moral perspectives then serve as a resource, as part of the setting in which the author pursues other, more specifically aesthetic objectives. If we disagree with the perspective, we might consider reliance on it to be a defect in the work, even an aesthetic defect, but this doesn't always prevent us from recognizing and appreciating the aesthetic qualities that result.14 I may understand a fictional event to be tragic, or ironic, or absurd, or poignant. I may think of a character as noble, or as ridiculous. The ending of a story may strike me as a happy one,15 or as one of unmitigated tragedy, or as uncomfortably ambiguous, or as constituting a fitting denouement to the events that preceded it. I may think that a character does, or does not, in the end, get her comeuppance. Such aesthetically important perceptions are inevitably linked to certain values, often certain moral principles or perspectives; it is in light of a particular moral attitude that an event strikes me as tragic, or a character ridiculous, or an ending fitting.
The nature of the link is hard to pin down. Does it have to be fictional that the relevant moral principles are true in order for it to be fictional that certain events are tragic or ironic? Does appreciating the tragedy or irony commit us to recognizing the fictionality of iose principles? If so, when we disagree with the principles we may have to judge that the fictional world differs morally from the real one. But there are offier possibilities. The tragic or ironic nature of fictional events might derive from the fact that fictionally some or all of the characters (perhaps including the narrator) accept moral principles with which we disagree, witout its being fictional that they are true. Appreciation might require respect or sympathy for the characters' moral attitudes. It might even require that we imagine agreeing with them, that we imagine sharing these attitudes ourselves without requiring us to judge it to be fictional that they are true. Perhaps we needn't even take it to be fictional ffiat the events are tragic or ironic; it may be enough to realize that the author (or storytelling narrator) meant them to be so taken, and to respect or sympatize with him.
These are subtle and difficult questions which call for careful critical attention to examples of many different kinds. But we have a mystery on our hands in any case. Whether or not fictional worlds can ever differ morally from the real world, it seems clear that they don't as easily or as often as one might expect. We recognize the fictionality of ordinary empirical propositions and even propositions stating scientific laws, which we consider false, far more readily than we do that of moral principles which we reject. Authors just do not have the same freedom to manipulate moral characteristics of their fictional worlds that they have to manipulate other aspects of them. Why is dlis? The reader will not find a definitive answer in this essay. But progress can be made by ruling out some kinds of explanations which might initially seem plausible, and we will come to understand the puzzle better in the process.
VII
Propositions ffiat are 'true-in-ie-world-of-a-story,' ones I call fictional, are (in a nutshell) propositions readers of the story are to imagine.l6 We may find it distasteful, morally objectionable, to imagine that interracial friendships are sinful or that slavery is morally acceptable. I noted our resistance to imagining accepting moral principles we disagree with or disapprove of. Surely we would resist imagining those moral principles themselves, imagining them to be true. So we are unwilling to imagine what we are called upon to imagine, if it is fictional that interracial friendships are sinful or slavery acceptable.
This doesn't help. It does not explain why anyone should resist allowing that these propositions are fictional. To recognize it to be fictional in a story that slavery is morally acceptable would be merely to recognize that the story calls for imagining this. We don't have to go ahead and actually do the imagining. We might decide not to go along with the story, or not even to read it, precisely because it does ask us to imagine that slavery is acceptable, because it makes this fictional. A person who objects to imagining that the holocaust was a hoax, or that Abraham Lincoln was secretly a slave trader, may be unable or unwilling to appreciate a story in which this is so. But this won't prevent her from recognizing that it is fictional in the story that the holocaust didn't occur or that Lincoln traded in slaves. We might as well suppose that one cannot allow that a newspaper editorial advocates ethnic cleansing if one finds the practice of ethnic cleansing disgusting. It is not clear that moral objections to imagining moral principles we find repugnant have anything to do with the resistance I think most of us feel to recognizing such principles to be fictional.
VIII
Is this resistance essentially moral in character at all? Do we object morally to recognizing it to be fictional that slavery is morally acceptable? The resistance is of a piece, it seems to me, with an unwillingness to recognize the fictionality of certain propositions about matters we don't feel strongly about, including ones that do not involve morality.
Consider a really dumb joke, like this one: 'Knock, Knock. Who's there? Robin. Robin who? Robbin' you! Stick 'em up!"'7 It is not easy to see how it could be fictional that this joke is hilariously funny (in circumstances just like ones in which, in the real world, it would be dumb), how one could reasonably allow it to be hilarious in a fictional world, while thinking that it is actually dumb. The same goes for a nonjoke like 'A maple leaf fell from a tree' (said in no special context). This isn't funny in the real world, and it is not clear how one could create a fictional world in which it is funny (without supplying a special context which would make it funny in the real world as well). If in a story a comedian tells one or the other of thesejokes and the author simply writes explicitly in the text that it is hilariously funny, I expect that I would attribute a juvenile or an incomprehensible sense of humour to the narrator, and stick with my own judgment that the joke is not funny. I insist on applying my own sense of humour, the one I use in the real world, to the fictional world, as I do my own standards of morality. It may be fictional that the comedian's audience and other characters in the fiction are amused, of course; they may be rolling in the aisles. I can admit that it is funnyfor them while judging that their reaction is inappropriate. I don't rule out the possibility of fancy counterexamples, cases in which there are special reasons for allowing fictional worlds to differ from the real one with respect to what makes for humour, but the fact that the counterexamples wouldai have to be fancy needs explaining.
Whether either the dumb joke or the nonjoke is funny is hardly a question that arouses the passions or that we much care about, and it needn't have anything much to do with morality (although some jokes do). It is not passion, moral passion or any other kind, that drives my reluctance to let it be fictional that it is funny. I have no moral objection to recognizing this to be fictional. What is crucial, I believe, is that being funny or not funny supervenes or depends Moral properties depend or supervene on 'natural' ones and, I believe, in the relevant manner (whatever that is); being evil rests on, for instance, the actions constituting the practices of slavery and genocide. This, I suggest, is what accounts (somehow) for the resistance to allowing it to be fictional that slavery and genocide are not evil.
If I am right about this, the present point is very different from those I discussed earlier. We mayj udge a work to be morally defective if it advocates moral principles we find repugnant, or if it invites or has a tendency to induce us to imagine accepting them. (This moral failing might constitute or contribute to an aesthetic one.) If a novel endorses slavery or encourages even imaginative acceptance of it we will loathe it with something of the loathing we have for the institution of slavery. The more we abhor moral principles which a work promotes, the more objectionable we find it.
Refusing to understand it to be fictional that slavery is morally acceptable is not in itself to find the work defective. But if the author meant this to be fictional, her failure to make it so may be responsible for failings in the work. The very fact that an author tries to do something she can't bring off, if the attempt is evident in the work, can be disturbing or disconcerting to the appreciator. And insofar as other objectives the author meant to accomplish in the work depend on its being fictional that slavery is legitimate, she will have been unsuccessful in accomplishing them. We may be unable to regard the hero of the story as heroic or his downfall tragic if, contrary to the author's intentions, we judge him to be morally despicable.'18 This may not only destroy the story's excitement and dull our interest in it; it may also ruin the story's formal properties, the shape of the plot.
These are not moral defects in the work, however, but aesthetic ones, and we don't loathe it for failing to make it fictional that slavery is legitimate, with the loathing we direct toward slavery. Indeed, this failure is if anything a point in the work's favour, from a moral perspective. (But we may condemn the author for attempting to make this fictional in the work.) Our negative feelings about slavery do play an indirect role in the recognition of these aesthetic failings; it is because we find slavery repugnant that we judge it to be evil, that we recognize being evil to supervene on the practice of slavery. And that, I am suggesting, is why we disallow its being fictional that slavery is not evil.
Where do we stand in the attempt to find something special about our reaction to moral ideas that we disagree with in works of art? Our reluctance to allow moral principles we disagree with to be fictional is just an instance of a more general point concerning dependence relations of a certain kind. But it does distinguish moral principles from propositions about ordinary empirical matters of fact and also from scientific laws, which (usually) do not state dependence relations of the relevant kind.
IX
We still need an explanation of why we should resist allowing fictional worlds to differ from the real world with respect to the relevant kind of dependence relations. My best suspicion, at the moment, is that it has something to do with an inability to imagine these relations being different from how we think they are, perhaps an inability to understand fully what it would be like for them to be different.
This seems, initially, a most unpromising proposal. Some say that contradictions, logical or conceptual impossibilities, are unimaginable. Imaginability is supposed to be a test for possibility. But the propositions that slavery is just, and that the two jokes mentioned earlier are hilariously funny, are surely not contradictions. Moreover, even contradictions can apparently be fictional, although it takes some doing to make them so. The time travel portrayed in some science fiction stories is contradictory; there are pictorial contradictions in William Hogarth's False Perspective, in etchings of M.C. Escher, and in an assortment of familiar puzzle pictures.
How can contradictions be fictional? Sometimes a work makes it fictional that p (prescribes the imagining of p), and also makes it fictional that not-p. Then the conjunction, p and not-p, may be fictional by virtue of the fictionality of its conjuncts.19 It is not clear that a similar strategy will work for the proposition that the institution of slavery is just and proper, that this can be separated into distinct components, each of which can unproblematically be made fictional. It might be fictional that a person's behaviour on a given occasion was morally acceptable, and also that her behaviour on that occasion consisted in beating a slave (just as it might be fictional that a person was simultaneously living in 20th century Chicago and in 16th century Italy). But this doesn't make it fictional that she was behaving morally by virtue of the fact that her behaviour consisted in beating a slave. It still may be difficult or impossible for that to be fictional, because it is difficult or impossible to imagine its being true. Do contradictions or obvious conceptual impossibilities get to be fictional in other ways? If a work portrays Philip II of Spain and the Guises as a three-headed monster, or fascism as an octopus, it would not seem that the fictionality of these impossibilities derives from the fictionality of their components. But are these conceptual impossibilities fictional at all; are we to imagine that Philip and the Guises are (literally) a three-headed monster, or that fascism is an octopus? Perhaps what is fictional is merely that there is a threeheaded monster, or an octopus, and in making this fictional the work expresses a thought about Philip and the Guises, or fascism-a thought one would express in uttering the obvious metaphor.
Is it difficult or impossible, for those of us who abhor slavery and genocide, to imagine engaging in these activities to be morally proper? We are capable of imagining accepting or subscribing to moral principles that in fact we reject, it seems. And we can imagine experiencing the feelings-feelings of disgust, or approval-that go with judging in ways we think mistaken. Most of us remember holding moral views we have since come to renounce. We know what it is like to subscribe to them, and we can still imagine doing so. A person who has undergone a conversion from one moral perspective to another may not want to put herself in her previous shoes; she may find it painful even to imagine thinking and feeling in the ways she previously did. She may be unable to bring herself to imagine this; it may require a 'great effort' in this sense, just as sticking pins into a photograph of a loved one does. But certainly she could imagine this if she wanted to; otherwise why would she dread doing so? Sometimes we are able to understand and empathize with people who hold moral views we have never held or even been seriously tempted by, and this empathy is likely to involve imagining subscribing to these moral views ourselves. An important function of literary works is to facilitate such empathy by presenting characters with various moral perspectives in a sympathetic light.
But there are limits to our imaginative abilities. It is not clear that I can, in a full blooded manner, imagine accepting just any moral principle I am capable of articulating. I can't very well imagine subscribing to the principle that nutmeg is the summum bonum and that one's highest obligation is to maximize the quantity of nutmeg in the universe. (Some will put this by saying that I don't know what it would be like to hold this moral view.) I can entertain the supposition that I accept this principle, as one would in thinking about conditional propositions or in using reductio ad adsurdum arguments. But I have argued that fictionality involves a more substantial sense of imagining than this.20 I have no difficulty imagining finding the 'Knock Knock' joke related earlier funny. It is the sort of joke I once appreciated, and I know and empathize with people now who would appreciate it. But I have trouble with the nonjoke about the maple leaf. Perhaps with effort and ingenuity I could dream up a way of thinking about it in which it would strike one as funny. But there is a sense in which I can't now imagine 20 Mimesis as Make-Believe, pp. 19-21. finding it funny. People who do laugh at it would mystify me in a way that people who laugh at the 'Knock Knock' joke do not.
I know what it is to be amused. Can't I just put that notion together in imagination with the idea of the story about the maple leaf, and imagine being amused by the story? I am suggesting that full blooded imagining of this may require not just conjoining these two thoughts but imagining a way in which the story amuses me. (Compare: a person may be incapable of imagining an instance of justified true belief which is not an instance of knowledge-until having read the Gettier literature he learns how this can be so, how to imagine it. And he might know, on authority, that this is possible and still not be able to imagine it. A contemporary of Columbus may be unable to imagine travelling west and arriving in the east, until she thinks of the possibility that the earth is round.)
We are still very far from the explanation we are after. For it is not only those propositions concerning morality or humour I have difficulty imagining accepting, that I am reluctant to recognize as fictional. I resist allowing it to be fictional that the 'Knock Knock' joke is funny, or that moral principles I can, apparently, imagine accepting are true.
But can I imagine not only accepting or believing a moral principle which I actually disagree with and feeling appropriately -can I imagine being justified in accepting or believing it? Can I imagine its being true?21 A work in which it is fictional that genocide is morally permissible would be one that calls for imagining that genocide is morally permissible, not just imagining accepting this to be so. I find myself strangely tempted by the thought that although I might imagine the latter, I cannot imagine the former.22
Alternatively, we might reconsider the idea that I can imagine believing, accepting as true, moral propositions I now reject. Maybe the attitude I imagine having, when I remember my earlier moral self or empathize with others, falls short of belief or acceptance. A 21 Again, I am not committed to the propriety of this realist formulation.
Richard Moran raised this possibility in 'Art, Imagination, and Resistance'. Maybe it isn't quite as strange as it seems. It is arguable that I can imagine believing that Ortcutt is not identical with Ortcutt, or that water is not H20, but that, knowing what I know, I
can't imagine either of these propositions being true.
sensitive portrayal of the Mafia or of colonial plantation owners might enable me to imagine desiring and feeling in many respects as they do. And I can imagine being amused by the Knock Knock joke. (This already distinguishes it from the maple leaf story.) But (first order) desires and feelings don't constitute moral commitments, and being amused does not itself amount to understanding the joke to be funny. On some accounts one needs to take a certain attitude toward one's desires or feelings or amusement, to endorse or desire them or regard them as proper or appropriate.23 Perhaps one must also take an attitude of endorsement toward the second order attitudes, or at least not take a negative attitude toward them. At some point in the series one may find oneself able to imagine refusing to endorse an attitude but unable to imagine endorsing it; maybe this happens when I in fact reject the moral principles in question or consider the joke not to be funny. This inability may be akin to my inability to imagine being amused by the tale of the maple leaf. And perhaps it amounts to an inability to imagine accepting a moral position that I actually reject. There are loose ends in this sketchy story, and insecure links. I don't know whether it can be made to work. And even if it were to succeed in establishing that people are, always or sometimes, unable to imagine, in a significant sense, accepting moral positions they reject, it may not be obvious how this explains our--or anyway my-reluctance to allow moral principles I disagree with to be fictional. The line of thought I have just outlined is worth pursuing, I believe, but I won't be too surprised if we find ourselves back on square one.
Hume Despite its ad feminam tone, I hope that the bearing of this passage on the subject of fictional morality, as Walton has chosen to present it, is clear. In any case, I shall return to it. Hume, and Walton following him, make a firm distinction between those elements in a fictional work that concern matters of fact, and those that can be seen to be propounding or endorsing a morality. Hume's view is that, in general, we are, or should be, tolerant of factual errors or (in Walton's expansion) even of at least certain logical impossibilities in a work of art; beliefs, for example, in fairies, dragons, time-travel. But we should not, or maybe cannot, tolerate 'ideas of morality and decency which we find repugnant'. Walton goes on to discuss, first, to what extent moral failings in a work inhibit our pleasure in it, and second, why, granted that they do, that should be so. I shall deal with issues that are mainly relevant to the latter question first, and then move onto some considerations that bear on the former.
II
I detect in Walton's paper a strong tendency to think of 'us' as sharing a set of moral values which we have difficulty in imagining not holding, though of course we know that most people in most places have not held them. It is this that creates his basic problem, so far as he is concerned. Thus the opening sentence of his paper runs 'Works of art from previous ages or from other cultures may contain or embody ideas that we find strange or disagree with'. True, perhaps, but one must have a very strong sense of belonging to a homogeneous moral community to confine that strangeness to works from other cultures and ages. So far as interesting moral issues are concerned which bear on our appreciation of works of art (among other things), we are more likely to find our imaginations stretched, engaged, stimulated, outraged, or what not, by works which don't flatly contradict the most basic views that 'we', the morally correct majority, share. I feel that in only mentioning, at any point, slavery, genocide, killing female babies and disapproval of interracial marriage, Walton has made things in one respect easier, in another more difficult, for himself and us, for dealing with the grounds of our inability or unwillingness to imagine ourselves accepting repugnant moral views. It might have been better not to begin by quoting from that canonical text of aesthetics, 'Of the Standard of Taste'.
Hume's position, in many obvious ways, was very different from ours. Hume took it that there was a set of civilised values which everyone whom one could take seriously, not regarding them as barbarians or monkish, hare-brained fanatics, shares. And this set of values concerned not only the most basic matters, the ones which Walton mentions passim (though there is room for speculation on what Hume would have thought about interracial marriages), but also the overall way in which educated, rational, polite and elegant gentlemen would conduct themselves. I take it that there are many issues that we-I shall be investigating 'we' shortly-are likely to be sharply divided about without our feeling that one side is thereby convicted of corrupt consciousness or a failure to qualify as members of the moral community. We, in other words, need to be perpetually braced for conflict about moral matters, though it would be surprising if it were about genocide or slavery, if the discussion were taking place in, say, a Joint Session in the United Kingdom; less surprising if it were among former Yugoslav philosophers, where the surprise would be rather that there was a Joint Session at all.
Hume strikes me, in his moral attitudes, as being quaint; Walton of living in a time-warp. Walton writes as if we share a set of moral views in the way that we share, more or less, a view of what the world consists of, at least in respect of what philosophers used to refer to as medium-sized specimens of dry goods. So fiction -though Walton doesn't go so far as to mention a single titleeither expresses our moral views or else those that we find repugnant, to the point of being unwilling to imagine ourselves holding them. I use the term 'holding' to bypass the issue of moral realism, which seems to me quite irrelevant to the matter under discussion. And when Walton talks about 'the real world', as he does throughout his paper, he seems to be confident of what that is, and of course in some ways he is right to be. But in the ways that are relevant to his argument, he is not.
Morality concerns what has sometimes been called the human world, and there is a great deal of disagreement as to what that amounts to. Does the human world consist of free agents making choices for which they are to be held responsible, or are we automata? Is Freud right about the overdetermination of our actions by unconscious forces, or has psychoanalysis been a big mistake? Is there such a thing as a universal human nature, or are we products of the kind of social, political and economic circumstances in which we live? Are we to see ourselves as purely natural beings, part of a world which has evolved in one way or another, but not to be sharply separated from the rest of it? Or are we specially created beings, God having singled us out for glory or damnation to eternity, with this life as merely a testing-ground for that to come? And so on-there is still a wide assortment of Weltanschauungen to choose from. 's later fiction) .
IV
And yet, if we think of some of the great novelists, for instance Jane Austen, Stendhal, Dickens, George Eliot, Melville, Henry James, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Proust, Thomas Mann, how differently that world appears in each of them, though for most of them the constituents of the real world are in one sense the same. If one finds some of these authors appealing and others repellent, some convincing and others implausible, what is it that makes them different? Not, surely, the moral judgments, certainly not merely those, that they advance or imply. Nor their inventories of what is to be found in the world; at least that would be a misleading way of putting it. They see what we may be inclined to call the same set of things in different ways.
When I think of what a 'fictional world' is, as the title of this symposium leads me to, it is this kind of difference that I have in mind. Hume of course makes no reference to anything like this, yet when we brood on the morality of fiction with any degree of sophistication, surely that is what is most interesting. Of course if, like many people, I adore Jane Austen and abominate Dostoevsky, my reasons for doing so will be expressed partly in terms of the elements those authors select from what is certainly a capacious field. Even so, we do speak of their creating worlds, and itis easy to see why we should. Their concern, as usual with great novelists, is above all with how we should live, and they dwell on those aspects of the world which affect them most powerfully, seen in their sharply contrasting perspectives. In doing that they unquestionably concentrate on what they regard as permanent issues of attitude and conduct.
So they choose settings, characters, situations which they can explore in order to clarify, even to discover, what their values are. Revulsion from them is likely most often, though not always, to take the form of objecting to the kind of thing that exercises their moral imaginations. Thus a characteristic form of hostility to Jane Austen is her extreme provinciality, the feeling that she should have realised that there are more momentous things in life than who gets married to whom in an English village, while the Napoleonic Wars are raging. A defence of her is most likely to take the line that she has created an adequate microcosm of what preoccupies people enduringly, whether or not there are wars close at hand-I put this in brutally schematic form, clearly. But it is sufficient for me to establish that Hume and Walton would be wrong to say that we don't object to her selection of and concentration on natural qualities in her world, while finding her morality claustrophobic and banal. It seems, in fact, pointless if not impossible to make the distinction.
V
At this point I return to the opening quotation from Nietzsche. What he says of Christianity, that 'it is a system, a whole view of things', clearly applies to many other sets of views too. Whatever one's line on the fact-value distinction may be, including naturally the one that it doesn't exist, it would be absurd to think that facts were irrelevant to values. And that is not an absurdity of which Walton is guilty. Indeed, he stresses the supervenience of moral properties on 'natural' ones. Not only that, but, he writes, 'This [supervenience], I suggest, is what accounts (somehow) for the resistance to allowing it to be fictional that slavery and genocide are not evil'. I find this sentence puzzling, for two main reasons. The first is simply that whatever moral value we attach to something, we will take it that the value supervenes on the natural properties of the thing. The second is that I can't see how supervenience could provide the answer; Walton admits that it 'is still a mystery' what kind of determination or dependence is involved, but my problem is with seeing how, whatever kind it is, it would deal with the fundamental question of his paper.
To return to the first reason: Those who practise slavery and genocide, no less than those who deplore them, think that their permissibility, or praiseworthiness, supervene on their natural properties, and might, if they were Waltonian philosophers, resist allowing it to be fictional that slavery and genocide are evil. They might, perhaps, characterise those practices differently, just as, in an aesthetic case, one man's vividness is another's garishness, one man's serenity another's tedium. But they might not, though of course they wouldn't simply say 'We approve of genocide', but produce an account of the inequality of races such that the finer ones are at the gravest risk of being calamitously adulterated by contact with the degenerate ones. That, as we know, is what the Nazis did. Like Christians, they had a whole view of things, and among other bizarre activities, they attempted to isolate in laboratories those elements in Jewish blood which resulted in their pernicious qualities, to get empirical backing for their attitude.
One of the problems with taking genocide as an example to illustrate his general thesis is that Walton can count on our not taking seriously the whole world-view of which it was a part. Because the Nazi ideology was such an absurd rag-bag of bogus science and racial mysticism it is easy to discount that side of it altogether, and concentrate only on what its practical upshots were; which can give the impression that they weren't founded on any allegedly factual beliefs. And in a way they weren't. What came first was a loathing of the Jews, no doubt; what came in between was a set of beliefs about what the Jews were like which was claimed to validate that loathing; and what came last was genocide. The real contact, one may feel, was between the loathing and the extermination. And no doubt very many moral attitudes precede the attempted establishment of the natural facts on which it is claimed that they are based. One of the most important questions we can ask about moral views is why someone holds them-something that tends to be concealed by the claimed autonomy of morality. Equally, the most devastating critique we can mount of moral views is not simply that they are so disgusting that no civilised person would even entertain them, but the undermining of the so-called factual beliefs on which they are based.
VI
But it is not as simple as I am making it sound. As I said about the great novelists, it is often impossible to separate the elements in a whole view of the world. Nazism again is not a good example, partly because of the uncouthness of its factual claims, partly because we have every right to think that they were manufactured for the most part in order to back up moral attitudes which had been arrived at first, which is a good reason for calling their total view irrational. Walton agrees with at least the first of these points. He writes 'I may not want to imagine that people of one race-are genetically less capable in a certain respect than people of another. And I may object to a novel in which it is fictional that this is so, one that asks the reader to imagine this. My objection in this case is based on moral considerations, although the proposition I avoid imagining is not itself a moral one'. This is a rather odd way of putting it, though. We can't be as confident as we might like to be that the Creator of the world is as morally correct as we are. It may indeed be the case that people of one race are genetically less capable in a certain respect than people of another. It may be that we are not called on to imagine that, but to accept that it is true. Actually it would be rather odd if it weren't. Certainly the average height of the members of various races differs, which alone makes some 'genetically less capable' in certain respects than others are. There doesn't seem to be much point in objecting morally to what is 'naturally' the case.
VII
What we find with the great novelists (and some who aren't so great) is not so much assertions about genetic differences, though they can occur, as in some of the works of D. H. Lawrence, but rather depictions of the world which, if they compel us, do so by making us share their perspective, so that we find ourselves taking up moral positions which may surprise or even shock us, but which seem inevitable once we have agreed to imagine life on their comprehensive terms. That, I take it, is the source of Plato's deepest anxieties about the power of art. If we were able to separate the elements in a work of art which are concerned with natural features of the world, and those which are moral recommendations, Plato would have had far less cause for worry, and his objections to art would not have haunted us down the millennia. Once again, I find Walton coming close to recognising this point, but only in the context of art which is too vulgar to be taken seriously. He envisages a picture of a mixed race couple walking arm in arm, and entitled 'Shame!' or 'Sin!' and comments 'The disgusting sentiment expressed in the title can be attributed to the artist who chose it, or possibly to an implied or apparent or fictional artist (a storytelling narrator), rather than taking it to establish the moral reality of the fictional world'. So far, so simple-and this seems to be a paradigm, for Walton, of the relationship between depiction and moral judgments in works of art. But in a footnote to this passage he writes 'Activities may be depicted in a glorified manner indicating the artist's approval, her belief that it is fictional that they are admirable, and her approval of similar behaviour in the real world. (Compare social realistic styles of depiction.)'.
The rub comes in the parenthesis. We all know the kind of picture that Walton is referring to, of stem muscular men with jutting jaws leading the way to the fascist, or socialist, future, while flaxenhaired women stay at home smilingly looking after their healthy and happy children. But that is only a particularly crass way of proceeding, not different in kind from that which art at its most effective and sophisticated adopts all the time. The contrast between 'Our Heroes defend the Motherland against the Fascist Invader' and Michelangelo's Last Judgment, or Raphael's Sistine Madonna, is only one of degree, though it remains prodigious. Social realistic styles of depiction, whether in painting or in the novels of, say, Sholokhov, are not to be differentiated from those of other styles which we find more congenial because the latter are not trying to affect our attitudes. One might say, since the level is at this point elementary, that all art is propaganda. In the case of Fascist or Soviet art, both the message and the means by which it is transmitted are, for us, satisfyingly gross; it is a matter for speculation, but not here, of whether, had the Third Reich had a longer run for its money, any artists of stature would have appeared, who would have been equally dedicated to the cause, but subtler and more lastingly successful in their embodiment of it.
VIII
Which brings me back to Christianity. The world, as traditionally conceived by Christians, is for me without doubt a fictional one, ruled over by a God in whom I don't believe-so much, so far as I'm concerned, for Walton's ubiquitous 'we'. And, as I quoted Nietzsche saying, 'By breaking one main concept out of it, the faith in God, one breaks the whole'. And yet very much of the art to which I am most passionately attached is clearly Christian in its inspiration, its vision and its message. For most people in my position-hardly an unusual one-it tends to be the case that they find at least large areas of Christian morality more acceptable than the cosmology which supports them: that is Nietzsche's point. He, too, is stressing the supervenience of moral judgments on factual ones, and expressing his outrage that his contemporaries overlook that relationship. His complaint is evidently as relevant now as it was a century ago. For he continues, immediately after what I quoted at the start of this paper, by writing 'When the English actually believe that they know "intuitively" what is good and evil, when they therefore suppose that they no longer require Christianity as the guarantee of morality, we merely witness the effects of the Christian value judgement and an expression of the strength and depth of this dominion; such that the origin of English morality has been forgotten, such that the very conditional nature of its right to existence is no longer felt. For the English, morality is not yet a problem'. Overlooking Nietzsche's exclusive stress on the English, when many other nations seem equally culpable, we can share, I think, his bewilderment at the complacency with which people hold to moral views which then, as now, they credit their 'intuitions' with-those dubious items which are strangely the last thing that contemporary philosophers are interested in investigating the status of. To explore this theme further would take me too far from the subject of this discussion. All I will add to what I have said already is that either all moral judgments are supervenient on factual ones, which is a kind of naturalism with a long and distinguished history; or else some are not, but are taken to be the basis upon which factual statements give rise to all other moral judgments. That view too has a parallel history; and the dispute remains very much where it has been for a long time. Genocide and slavery are taken by most people, I suspect, to be unarguably disgusting; in which case to say that they are evil is really to do no more than to specify, in part, the boundaries within which one is prepared to argue about moral issues. They are not so much activities upon which evil supervenes, as part of the definition of evil.
IX
Our relationship to art is not, I have suggested, the same as Hume's, partly because so many moral questions have entered, or re-entered, the area of contention since he wrote. We concentrate obsessively on the moral certainties we do have, because there are so many that we lack. The ones we have are, in the largest part, what remains of our Christian inheritance. The ones we lack are those where we feel freed from it, but wonder what to put in its place. Christianity supplied its adherents with ideals, or really only one: to go to heaven. Since no-one is foolish enough to retain that ideal without the whole Christian package, we turn to works of the imagination with a zest or desperation previously unknown, to see what might be on offer instead. The variety is quite impressive, but for the restless seeker after happiness that is part of the trouble: it is in the nature of ideals, where one can expect their realisation to provide one with repose and fulfilment, that they are exclusive in their demands. But if they lack the alarming backing which the Christian ideal possessed, they also lack its coercive force, so it is tempting to shop around, giving them conditional allegiance. But to give conditional allegiance to an ideal which has claims to endow one's life with meaning is to come close to paradox.
That may seem questionable. Why, someone might ask, should I not try an ideal to see whether it works, and if it doesn't, discard it and try another one? The succinct answer is that, if one proceeds in that way, one is operating according to a standard which one applies from outside, and I take it as being criterial of an ideal that it dictates standards from within. Ideals demand commitment, and that in turn demands that one doesn't keep one eye on some external measure. If one does, that only shows that it is something else which is truly one's ideal-happiness, say, as a state which has form without content. The form is of the kind 'I want to go on living like this', but this remains abstract, though that fact may be disguised by calling it happiness, since we think we recognise that state when we encounter it. In one way, of course, we do. But happiness which is experienced outside the context provided by a specific ideal is subject to fear, the fear of its cessation. That is one reason for the suspicion with which it is often regarded, particularly as an end in itself. Happiness can't sensibly be one's ideal, though an ideal which results in happiness, even an ideal pursued with the aim of being happy, can.
X
What bearing do these very general reflections have on our experience of fiction, and in particular on the relationship between fiction and morality? What bearing, especially, do they have now, since as I have indicated I think that the question must be historicised, to take account of the radical difference in our relationship to art as opposed to that of our ancestors, who at least officially shared a world-view and hence an ideal to which it led? A passage from Peter Strawson's paper 'Social Morality and Individual Ideal' provides a good context for thought about this. He writes:
As for the ways of life that may... present themselves at different times as each uniquely satisfactory, there can be no doubt about their variety and opposition. The ideas of self-obliterating devotion to duty or to the service of others; of personal honour and magnanimity; of asceticism, contemplation, retreat; of action, dominance and power; of the cultivation of 'an exquisite sense of the luxurious'; of simple human solidarity and cooperative endeavour; of a refined complexity of social existence; of a constantly maintained and renewed sense of affinity with natural things-any of these ideas, and a great many others too, may form the core and substance of a personal ideal. At some times such a picture may present itself as merely appealing or attractive; at others it may offer itself in a stronger light, as, perhaps, an image of the only sane or non-ignoble human reaction to the scene in which we find ourselves.2 It doesn't take much effort to assign names of works of art and of artists to any of these often conflicting ideals. Nor, for that matter, is it hard to think of philosophers, prophets, and assorted other non-artists who have espoused them. For some purposes the distinction between art and non-art here may not be important; for others it clearly is. Whether one is more likely to be captivated by a philosopher or a novelist is a matter of temperament. Both may be said, under some circumstances, to create fictional worlds which we then, if we are sufficiently impressed by them, elevate to the realm of truth. One may read Spinoza, at first, as presenting a fictional world which has an obscure fascination; by the time one gets to Book V of the Ethics one may have undergone a conversion, and embark on an existence of, to use the Strawsonian description which is most apt, 'asceticism, contemplation, retreat'. Equally one might steep oneself in what is known as 'late James', and cultivate, again in Strawson's terms, 'a refined complexity of social existence'. In either case, beginning with a view of life which is remote from theirs, one might, thanks to the power they have to command our imaginations, gradually come to take up a series of different attitudes to phenomena with which one is familiar, as well as being introduced to others, and find that viewing the world from this new vantage point, or perspective, seems to give it more coherence, sense and therefore value.
XI
Both Spinoza and James, to stick for the time being with these two, are in an obvious sense moralists, though commentators on Spinoza's chief work surprisingly often seem to overlook its title. That is why they both give such elaborate accounts of the world as they see it. They take it that if we follow and agree with their presentations of life, we will find that we are resistlessly drawn into accepting their ideals. There is a famous passage in James's Preface to The Portrait ofa Lady where he writes 'There is, I think, no more nutritive or suggestive truth in this connexion than that of the perfect dependence of the "moral" sense of a work of art on the amount of felt life concerned in producing it. The question comes back thus, obviously, to the kind and degree of the artist's prime sensibility, which is the soil out of which his subject grows'. I take it that by 'prime sensibility' James is referring to the impression made on him by the world, which, if he is a major artist, or (to keep Spinoza in the picture) a powerful communicator, in his chosen medium, he transmits to his audience. If the view he purveys is sufficiently surprising, as both late James and Spinoza tend to be for almost everyone at first reading, the effect will be one of bafflement and disbelief. It may even be-it often is--one of revulsion. But if one suffers that reaction, it has nothing to do with any Humean acceptance of manners and speculative errors, or repugnance towards ideas of morality and decency to be found in other ages and cultures. If anything, the more distant the culture represented, the less likely we are to read about it in any other than an anthropological spirit. Given the general view of life, and the circumstances in which it is endured, of, say, the Saga of the Volsungs, our reactions to the behaviour of the characters in it are certainly not those that we would experience to approximately similar behaviour on the part of people who inhabit 'the real world'.
XII
We are not, then, in any serious way challenged or offended in those cases where we can't make reasonably strong connections between a fictional world we encounter and our own. When we can't, it is unclear whether we have aesthetic or moral reactions of any significance. If it is to be the case that, as Walton puts it, 'the content we disagree with ruins our pleasure and we take it to be grounds for judging the work negatively', then the work must in the first place have engaged us to a fairly impressive extent. That is why, I think, Triumph of the Will returns to haunt us. If we divide our responses to it into those that relate to its 'beauty' (I put inverted commas around the word because Walton always does), and those that concern its moral message, then we are landed with the problem of whether it is aesthetically meritorious but morally odious, or whether the degree of its moral repulsiveness is such that we declare that the film is not beautiful. That we find the problem a vexing one, as also in the case of Dante's Inferno if we are non-Christians, is an index of some kind of success on Riefenstahl's part. It isn't a difficulty we have with Der ewige Jude. Walton's view is that 'If the work's obnoxious message does not destroy its aesthetic value, it nevertheless makes it morally inaccessible. That must count as an aesthetic as well as a moral defect'. Those are his last words on Triumph of the Will. The idea seems to be that if it is morally pernicious, and to a degree that interferes fatally with its aesthetic value, then it can be simply written off.
But surely there is some category in which it is successful, otherwise it would not have been the subject of such prolonged debate, which we may envisage continuing. Is there such a thing as a great bad work of art? Like Plato, we want to say No, on the grounds that the good and the beautiful are intimately connected. Unlike Plato, we don't have the confidence to approve only those works with whose morality we agree. So we allow works to be quite morally objectionable, but feel that we must draw the line somewhere. A work that is 'morally inaccessible' is thereby aesthetically defective, which I think in Walton's terms means not beautiful. But in the first place I have to insist that Triumph of the Will is, in many places, beautiful, as in the sequence of Hitler's 'plane emerging from the clouds and casting its shadow on the streets of old Nuremberg, and in some of the spectacular operations in the stadium, involving huge collections of marchers in intricate balletic movements. In the second place there are other categories than the beautiful by which it may be judged an extraordinary success. As to the first point, one of the ingenuities of the film is to intertwine or juxtapose images of old Germany, half-timbered and peaceful, with parades and speeches, so that one loses one's sense of what is continuity and what is contrast, and the undeniable charm of Nuremberg is interfused with something that is starkly opposed to it, but is postulated as somehow emerging from it. As to the second, that is where one enters into the complex issue of the range of considerations which are relevant to assessing a work, especially one that straddles our usual categories to the extent that this film does. So this case is one which can't be dealt with summarily, and I shall leave discussion of it there, hoping nonetheless to have suggested that Walton's curt dismissal has an element of the disingenuous.
XIII
To return, finally, to those works which present us with a picture of life which challenges the view we (by which I mean 'any one of us', not the Waltonian 'all of us together') may initially have, but not in such a way as to incline us to outright or scornful rejection. It is they, surely, which preoccupy us most, leading us to enquire on many fronts. Perhaps most relevantly to this paper, the question arises as to the relationship between our imaginative absorption in them and what it would be actually to embrace the perspective on the world, and thus on how we should live, that they offer. We are the victims, often willing and eager ones, of two conflicting impulses. On the one hand there is the delight of expanding our imaginative lives by adopting one variety of what we think of as the aesthetic attitude, in which as appreciators of art we replicate Keats's 'negative capability', rejoicing in the lack of an identity which he deplored, but as a Romantic artist found it impossible to reject. On the other we are struck by, however much the details may alarm or amuse us, Tolstoy's late-found insistence that art should tell us the truth and that we should reject that which doesn't, which is bound to mean most of it-bound to, unless we are so committed to the first view that we end up regarding the adoption of ideals as something only to be undertaken in an imaginative mode. There is a central position, inherently unstable as they tend to be, which we find in the middle-period work of F. R. Leavis, where we judge art (specifically the novel) in terms of its possession of certain values, such as seriousness, maturity and depth, but allow that novels which manifest sharply different approaches to life may all possess them. This last position, unstable though it may be, is in many respects the most attractive, since it does commit us, if we take it with Leavisian wholeheartedness, to an intensity of response to art which seems to do justice to its demands, at any rate when it is at its greatest. At the same time it encourages an imaginative freedom which we value so much that it is often built into the definition of art, if we allow ourselves such a thing. Yet in the end it is a cop-out, however furrowed-browed its expression may be. It not only postulates, but actively encourages a severance between our imaginative lives and our actual ones, which may give us a sense of possible liberation, but also a sense of final frustration at the gap that exists between the lives we lead and that which we might lead. That may be one reason, the most honourable, why as they grow older the most impressive critics tend to become narrower in their tastes, a phenomenon usually regarded with dismay and regretful sympathy. It can be seen, though, in quite a different light; not as one manifestation of the sclerosis which awaits us all if we survive long enough to suffer from it, but as a recognition that one can't permanently dwell among possibilities, for all their alluring variety. They make us think that we can lead several lives, but we all know that that may mean leading no life in particular.
Of course the merging of the actual and the imaginative in a person's life may mean that he has merely grown weary of the effort involved in exercising that faculty which, when it is not just a means of escape from the real, is exhausting in its demands for a special, rare kind of honesty. The merging may, however, register a triumph, though one which can look as though it is an abdication. Such is our approved promiscuity in aesthetic matters that it is likely that such a person will be said, as people regularly say of the old Tolstoy, to have given up art. I have tried to indicate, in the last part of this paper, that there is a sense in which that would not necessarily be a bad thing. I am thinking, as I hope is obvious, of the art which operates on us imaginatively; and there is a great deal of which that would be a very odd description, and to which my speculations would obviously not apply. Nor have I been concerned, in these last remarks, with green slime or genocide, because neither seems to me to be, in the appropriate sense, interesting. But whether I am right about that, or Walton is, is for others to decide.
